
The Canterbury Tales Translated By Nevill
Coghill

The Canterbury Tales translated by Nevill Coghill is a remarkable rendition of Geoffrey
Chaucer’s iconic work, bringing to life the rich tapestry of 14th-century England. Nevill Coghill, an
esteemed translator and scholar, has made Chaucer’s stories accessible to modern readers while
preserving the charm and depth of the original Middle English text. This article delves into the
significance of Coghill’s translation, the themes explored in The Canterbury Tales, and its enduring
impact on literature.

Overview of The Canterbury Tales

The Canterbury Tales is a collection of stories written by Geoffrey Chaucer, often regarded as the
father of English literature. Composed in the late 14th century, it showcases a diverse array of
characters from various social classes, all embarking on a pilgrimage to the shrine of Saint Thomas
Becket in Canterbury. Each character shares a tale, revealing their personalities, values, and the
societal norms of the time.



Chaucer’s Life and the Historical Context

To fully appreciate The Canterbury Tales, it is essential to understand Chaucer's life and the historical
backdrop against which he wrote:

1. Chaucer's Background: Born around 1343, Chaucer was a civil servant, diplomat, and poet. His
experiences in various social classes provided him with a unique perspective on the society of his
time.

2. The Importance of the English Language: During Chaucer’s era, Latin and French were the
dominant languages of literature and academia. Chaucer’s choice to write in English was
revolutionary, helping to elevate the status of the English language.

3. The Social Structure of Medieval England: The tales reflect the complex social hierarchy of the time,
including the nobility, the clergy, and the peasantry, highlighting the interactions and conflicts among
these groups.

Why Nevill Coghill's Translation Stands Out

Nevill Coghill’s translation, first published in 1951, is celebrated for its clarity, readability, and
faithfulness to the original text. Here are several reasons why this translation is particularly
noteworthy:

1. Accessibility

Coghill's translation makes Chaucer’s work accessible to readers who may struggle with Middle
English. He uses contemporary language while retaining the poetic qualities of the original tales. This
approach allows modern readers to engage with the text more easily without sacrificing the essence
of Chaucer's artistry.

2. Faithfulness to the Original

While some translations take considerable liberties with the text, Coghill worked diligently to remain
true to the original meanings, themes, and characterizations. His translation captures the humor,
irony, and social commentary present in Chaucer's work.

3. Literary Style

Coghill’s translation is noted for its lyrical quality. He skillfully balances the need for modern
readability with the rhythmic and rhyming elements of Chaucer’s poetry. This makes reading The
Canterbury Tales an enjoyable experience, akin to reading a modern novel.



Thematic Exploration in The Canterbury Tales

The Canterbury Tales encompasses a wide range of themes that continue to resonate with readers
today. Here are some of the most prominent themes:

1. Social Class and Inequality

The tales present a microcosm of medieval society, showcasing characters from various social strata.
Through their stories, Chaucer critiques the social hierarchy and highlights the inequalities of the
time.

2. The Nature of Love

Love is a recurring theme throughout the tales, presented in various forms—romantic, platonic, and
even transactional. Chaucer explores the complexities of love and relationships, often highlighting the
contrast between idealized love and the harsh realities of human relationships.

3. Morality and Ethics

Many of the tales grapple with moral dilemmas and ethical questions. Characters often find
themselves in situations that challenge their values, prompting readers to reflect on the nature of
good and evil.

4. The Role of Women

Chaucer’s portrayal of women varies across the tales. While some female characters are strong and
assertive, others conform to traditional gender roles. This duality invites discussion about the status
of women in medieval society and their representation in literature.

Impact and Legacy of The Canterbury Tales

The Canterbury Tales has left an indelible mark on literature and culture, influencing countless writers
and artists over the centuries. Here are some key points regarding its impact:

1. A Foundation for English Literature

Chaucer’s work is considered a cornerstone of English literature. His use of the vernacular and his
ability to weave complex narratives have inspired generations of writers, establishing a distinct



English literary tradition.

2. Adaptations and Performances

The Canterbury Tales has been adapted into various forms, including stage plays, films, and animated
series. These adaptations often reinterpret the tales for contemporary audiences, demonstrating their
timeless relevance.

3. Academic Study

Scholars continue to analyze and debate the themes, characters, and historical context of The
Canterbury Tales. Courses on Chaucer are common in literature departments, and his work is
frequently included in anthologies of English literature.

Conclusion

In conclusion, The Canterbury Tales translated by Nevill Coghill is a significant literary work that
bridges the gap between the past and present. Coghill's translation has made Chaucer's stories more
accessible to modern readers, allowing them to appreciate the intricate themes and vibrant
characters that define this classic. As a foundational text in English literature, The Canterbury Tales
continues to inspire and challenge readers, ensuring its place in the literary canon for generations to
come. Embracing both humor and depth, Chaucer’s tales remain relevant, shedding light on the
human experience in all its complexities.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Nevill Coghill and what is his significance in the
context of 'The Canterbury Tales'?
Nevill Coghill was an English scholar and translator known for his acclaimed translation of Geoffrey
Chaucer's 'The Canterbury Tales' into modern English, published in 1961. His version made the text
accessible to contemporary readers while preserving the original's poetic qualities.

How does Coghill's translation differ from other translations
of 'The Canterbury Tales'?
Coghill's translation is noted for its poetic style and rhythm, aiming to capture Chaucer's original tone
and humor. Unlike more literal translations, Coghill often prioritizes the essence and flow of the
language, making it more engaging for modern readers.



What are some of the most popular tales in Coghill's
translation of 'The Canterbury Tales'?
Some of the most popular tales in Coghill's translation include 'The Miller's Tale', 'The Wife of Bath's
Tale', and 'The Pardoner's Tale'. These stories are celebrated for their vivid characters, humor, and
moral lessons.

What themes are prevalent in 'The Canterbury Tales' as
translated by Nevill Coghill?
Key themes in Coghill's translation include social class, the role of women, religion, and the nature of
love. The tales often explore the complexities of human behavior and societal norms through satire
and storytelling.

Is Nevill Coghill's translation of 'The Canterbury Tales'
considered accurate to Chaucer's original text?
While Coghill's translation is praised for its accessibility and poetic nature, some scholars argue that it
takes liberties with the text for the sake of readability. However, it remains a respected interpretation
that captures the spirit of Chaucer's work.

What impact did Coghill's translation have on the study of
Chaucer's works?
Coghill's translation significantly impacted the study of Chaucer by making 'The Canterbury Tales'
more accessible to a wider audience, encouraging new readers to engage with medieval literature
and inspiring further scholarly analysis.

How does the structure of 'The Canterbury Tales' reflect the
social context of Chaucer's time?
The structure of 'The Canterbury Tales' reflects the social context of Chaucer's time through its
diverse cast of characters from various social classes, each telling their own stories during a
pilgrimage. This framework highlights the social dynamics and cultural issues of 14th-century
England.

Can you recommend similar works to 'The Canterbury Tales'
that are also available in modern translations?
Similar works include 'The Decameron' by Giovanni Boccaccio, 'The Divine Comedy' by Dante Alighieri
(translated by various authors), and 'The Tales of the Canterbury Tales' by various modern translators
that offer insights into medieval life and storytelling traditions.
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